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Combat as a Moving Target: Masculinities, the Heroic Soldier Myth and 
Normative Martial Violence 
 
 
This article problematizes the conceptualisation and use of µFRPEDW¶ within critical 
scholarship on masculinities, militaries and war. We trace, firstly, KRZµFRPEDW¶DSSHDUVDVDQ
empirical category within traditional war studies scholarship, describing an ostensibly self-
evident physical practice. We then examine how feminist and gender approaches ± in contrast 
± UHYHDO µFRPEDW¶ DV D QRUPDWLYH LPDJLQDWLRQ RI PDUWLDO YLROHQFH This imagination of 
violence is key to the constitution of the masculine ideal, and normalisation of military force, 
through the heroic soldier myth. We argue, however, that despite this critical impulse, much 
RIIHPLQLVWDQGJHQGHUDQDO\VLVHYLGHQFHVFRQFHSWXDO³VOLSSDJH´combat is still often treated 
DVDµFRPPRQVHQVH¶ empirical category ± DWKLQJWKDWµLV¶± in masculinities theorising. This 
treatment of gendered-imaginary-as-empirics imports a set of normative investments that 
limit the extent to which the heroic soldier myth, and the political work that it undertakes, can 
be deconstructed. As a consequence, whilst we know how masculinities are constituted in 
UHODWLRQ WR µFRPEDW¶, we lack the corollary understanding of how masculinities constitute 
µFRPEDW¶, and how the resulting imagination sustains military authority and the broader social 
acceptance of war.  We argue that unpacking these dynamics and addressing this lacuna is 
key WRWKHDUWLFXODWLRQRIDPHDQLQJIXOO\µFULWLFDO¶JHQGHUDQGPLOLWDU\VWXGLHVJRLQJIRUZDUG  
 
 
Key words: combat, military masculinities, critical  
 
Introduction 
In this article ZH H[SORUH WKH FRQFHSWXDO DQG QRUPDWLYH ZRUN WKDW µFRPEDW¶ GRHV 
within literature on gender and war, in particular within that grounded in theorisations 
of military/ised masculinities. In both academic literature and lay parlance, µcRPEDW¶ 
variously describes DFRPPRQVHQVHHPSLULFDOUHDOLW\³DVLILWZHUHREYLRXVDQGIL[ed, 
MXVWSODLQFRPEDW´- Enloe 2013: 261) or a normative imagination of a very particular 
form of martial violence. This normative imagination underpins the masculinity-
defining mythologised figure of the heroic soldier, in whom resides the ³LGHDOV
fantasLHV DQG GHVLUHV´ &RQQHOO DQG 0HVVHUVFKPLGW   DVVRFLDWHG ZLWK
privileged iterations of masculinity. i This mythologised figure, in turn, is a significant 
locus for the political project of sustaining martial authority and instating the broader 
social acceptance of war. Connecting an apparently objective physical practice of 
violence with larger issues of normative masculinity, normative civil-military 
relations, and legitimate state violence, the somewhat slippery conceptualisation of 
µFRPEDW¶ grounds nearly all analyses of gender, war, and the military. What we 
LGHQWLI\ DV WKH FRQFHSW¶V FRPSDUDWLYH XQGHU-theorisation, (de)politicisation, and 
µFRPPRQ-VHQVH¶ status is both puzzling and, from the perspective of a critical 
military/masculinities studies aimed at problematizing collective violence, in need of 
analytical redress. 
 
We locate the combat-as-empirical-reality usage as most typical of traditions that 
include strategic studies, traditional war studies and military sociology (hereafter 
µFRQYHQWLRQDO OLWHUDWXUHV¶ :H WKHQ GLVFXVV KRZ WKH VHFRQG XVDJH µFRPEDW¶ DV
normative imaginary, has been developed in feminist and gender approaches to the 
study of masculinities, militaries and war. In her piece &RPEDW DQG µFRPEDW¶ D
feminist reflection (QORH  UHPLQGV XV WKDW µFRPEDW¶ FDOOHG XSRQ WR FDUU\ ³D
EXUGHQRI JHQGHUHGPHDQLQJ´ LV ³ZRUWK\RI FDUHIXO IHPLQLVW DQDO\VLV´ S We 
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DUJXH WKDW WKH XQSDFNLQJ RI µFRPEDW¶ DV D QRUPDWLYH FDWHJRU\ KDV EHHQ NH\ WR WKH
critical agenda of making visible otherwise obscured power relations through the 
denaturalisation of WKDWZKLFKDSSHDUVµFRPPRQVHQVH¶DQGµJLYHQ¶This has been an 
important tool in deconstructing the myth of the heroic soldier, revealing and 
critiquing the political work that this figure undertakes.  
 
We argue that there has, however, been conceptual slippage within critical feminist 
DQGJHQGHUDSSURDFKHVWRWKHVWXG\RIPDVFXOLQLWLHVPLOLWDULHVDQGZDUµ&RPEDW¶LV
VWLOO FDOOHG XSRQ DV D µFRPPRQ VHQVH¶ RU DV (QORH FDOOV LW ³REYLRXV´ 
shorthand when describing fighting and martial violence. In other words, combat 
UHPDLQVDQHPSLULFDOµWKLQJ¶DFURVVERWKWKHconventional and critical literatures ± and 
WKXV EHFRPHV HQWDQJOHG DV D IRXQGDWLRQDO ³REMHFWLYH´ SUHPLVH ZLWK WKH YHU\
imaginary critical scholars seek to denaturalise and deconstruct. This limits the extent 
to which the heroic (combat) soldier myth, and the political work that it undertakes, 
may be effectively critiqued. One of the key consequences, we argue, is that whilst 
critical scholars have effectively grappled with the ways in which masculinities are 
constituted in relation to µcombat¶, we have yet to tackle, in a sustained and 
systematic fashion, the issue of how masculinities constitute µcombat¶ (as a normative 
imaginary). We have perhaps yet to begin even posing what is, admittedly, a counter-
intuitive question. If we are to adequately illuminate the reproduction of military 
authority and the broader social acceptance of war, however, this critical analysis of 
the co-FRQVWLWXWLYH DUUDQJHPHQW RI µFRPEDW¶ DQG µPDVFXOLQLW\¶ is essential. This 
missing piece of the puzzle allows us to better understand how martial violence is 
called into meaningfulness as legitimate and celebrated µcombat¶ along gendered lines. 
 
7KHDUWLFOHWKXVSURFHHGVE\ILUVWRXWOLQLQJWKHGHYHORSPHQWRIµFRPEDW¶DVLQLWLDOO\D
theoretical concept within classical theories of war, followed by its transformation 
into an empirical descriptive category within modern military sociology and strategic 
studies. This is followed by a discussion of the animation and political interrogation 
of the relationship between combat and heroic masculinity in critical gender and 
feminist analyses. Here, we highlight, as mentioned, an inadvertent slippage between 
examining µcombat¶ as a normative imaginary and deploying combat as an empirical 
category upon which to found critique. Each section provides an overview of key 
theoretical moves and analytic themes within two broad literatures: so-called 
µFRQYHQWLRQDO¶ miliWDU\ DQG VWUDWHJLF VWXGLHV DQG µFULWLFDO¶ gender and feminist 
assessments of the military and masculinity. Both literatures, it should be noted, 
demonstrate Anglo-European centrism. Empirically, they consider primarily, though 
not exclusively, war, military organisations, and gender within the modern West and, 
ideologically, to a greater or lesser degree, do so from a liberal perspective. There are 
therefore also a strong colonial and racial dimensions to the constitution of µcombat¶ 
that, though largely bracketed here, also require substantial future analysis. 
 
There is no bright line between the two broad scholastic churches examined here, and 
it is not our intention to claim that all works or all scholars falling into these traditions 
demonstrate the conceptual conflation of combat we problematize here. It is, instead, 
our aim to highlight the ways in which this conceptual slippage may occur, drawing 
on key exemplary texts, and the implications of this move for the broader critical 
project (articulated by what is otherwise frequently excellent work). To that end, the 
article goes on to outline the logic of the oscillation between combat-as-empirics and 
µcombat¶-as-imaginary by revisiting two key pieces of critical research into military 
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PDVFXOLQLWLHV%DUUHWW¶VSLRQHHULQJVWXG\ of gendered/ing hierarchies within the 
861DY\DQG'DJJHWW¶V LQQRYDWLYHDQDO\VLVRI WKHTXHHULQJRIGURQHZDUIDUH 
We conclude with a reflection upon the stakes of our analysis and fruitful avenues of 
inquiry going forward. 
 
Combat as an empirical category 
7KHµFRPPRQVHQVLFDO¶HPSLULFDOFRQVWUXFWLRQRIFRPEDWDVWKHEDVLFXQLWRIZDUIDUH 
is, at least in its current form, traceable to Clausewitz, and is a logically recurrent 
theme in modern strategic and military scholarship. For Clausewitz, fighting is the 
central and defining activity of the military; it is the means of achieving the ultimate 
(political) ends of warfare (Howard 2002:37-8; Clausewitz 1976: 95, 142-3). 
Clausewitz refers to this form of fighting as das Gefecht, which Howard suggests 
RXJKW WR EH WUDQVODWHG DV ³FRPEDW´ UHIHUULQJ WR ERWK D JHQHUDO SUDFWLFH SK\VLFDO
fighting) and a limited, temporally specific engagement (Howard 2002: 37-8). It 
should be noted, following Howard, that this analytical prioritization of the violent 
activities of the military distinguished Clausewitz from his contemporaries (Howard 
2002: 37; Clausewitz 1976: 95). The fact that to many readers this equation of warfare 
with combat with the purpose of the military will seem obvious is a reflection of the 
naturalisation of this formula. In other words, Clausewitz theorised and constructed 
combat, and its relationship to modern warfare, as a concept, rather than the empirical 
description of the true, or factual, nature of warfare it is often taken as today. As On 
War became canonized as the seminal work on modern warfare (Howard and Paret 
1976: viii-ix) - indeed, the nature of war itself ± the subtle theoretical aspect of 
&ODXVHZLW]¶VZRUNZDVRFFOXGHG 
 
The layered conceptualisation of comEDW DV ³REYLRXVO\´ SK\VLFDO ILJKWLQJ, the 
building-block of warfare, and the primary activity of the military, strongly informed 
± as empirical premise ± the subsequent development of nineteenth and twentieth-
century understandings of war and the military (Strachan 2012; see also Nordin and 
Oberg 2015: 394)ii. In the twentieth century post-war era, military sociologist Morris 
Janowitz argued that although the majority of military personnel, resources, and 
DFWLYLWLHVDUHQRORQJHUGLUHFWO\LQYROYHGLQFRPEDW³PLOLWDU\DXWKRULW\PXVWVWULYHWR
PDNH FRPEDW XQLWV LWV RUJDQL]DWLRQDO SURWRW\SH´   )RU -DQRZLW] WKHVH
FRPEDW XQLWV DUH ³IXQFWLRQDOO\ GLVWLQJXLVKHG´  IQ IURP RWKHU DVSHFWV RI WKH
military by their engagement in dangerouVSK\VLFDO³EDWWOH´  - or combat as a 
practice of fighting. -DQRZLW]¶FRQWHPSRUDU\6DPXHOHuntington, similarly reiterated 
&ODXVHZLW]¶V XQGHUVWanding of combat as the physical practice of war - armed, 
between individuals or groups of individuals, and violent (1957: 11). Like Janowitz 
and Clausewitz, Huntington regards the balance of the military organisation as 
relevant only in so far as it suppoUWVWKHPLOLWDU\¶VFHQWUDOPDQGDWHFRPEDW-12).  
 
7KLV QDWXUDOLVDWLRQ RI &ODXVHZLW]¶V WKHRUHWLFDO FRQFHSWXDOLVDWLRQ RI FRPEDW DQG LWV
relationship to the broader military enterprise) into a descriptive, µfound¶ empirical 
category, is still more appareQW LQ WKH WHUP¶V XVDJH WKURXJKRXW WKH FRQWHPSRUDU\
strategic studies literature. Posen, for instance, in his analysis of the modern mass 
DUP\UHIHUVWRLWV³FRPEDWSRZHU´- the ability of the military to effectively conduct 
organised violence (1993: 84). Colin Gray reflects a similar understanding of combat 
LQKLVVWXG\RI³QDWLRQDOVW\OH´LQPLOLWDU\VWUDWHJ\DUJXLQJWKDW86RIILFHUVLQ::,,
were trained to be logistically ready for combat, while German officers were trained 
in the practice of combat - fighting between conventional military groups (1981: 25-
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6). This synonymity of combat with ³VLPSO\´war fighting is perhaps best reflected in 
6WHSKHQ%LGGOH¶VZRUNZKLFKDUJXLQJIRUWKHFRQWLQXLQJUHOHYDQFHRIODQGZDUDQG
FRQYHQWLRQDODUPV UHIHUV WR³ROd-fashioned close combat against surviving, actively 
UHVLVWLQJRSSRQHQWV´VHHDOVR%HWWV  
 
This is not to say that this literature lacks normative discussion. The vast majority of 
classical theories of war, strategic studies, and, particularly, military sociology, are 
concerned with the appropriate regulation and political (civilian) control of military 
violence (see Millar 2016). Huntington, for instance, is clear that it is this mandate for 
fighting that separates the military from the civilian sphere (1957, 11). Like 
Clausewitz, Huntington is keen to provide the institutional and political context - the 
state-sanctioned military - that distinguishes combat, as legitimate violence, from 
other forms of interpersonal physical confrontation. Janowitz, interestingly, goes 
IXUWKHU XQSUREOHPDWLFDOO\ UHIHUULQJ WR WKH FUHGLELOLW\ RI FRPEDW ³KHURHV´ DV DQ
objective factor in military authority and organisation, rather than a subjective 
judgment (1959, 479). The normativity of this discussion, however, is displaced from 
the conceptualisation of combat itself, which is static, to the relationship between 
combat and military and civil authority. Combat may enable individuals to distinguish 
themselves, or be put to positive or negative political ends, but is not a normative 
category or practice in and of itself - LWVLPSO\µLV¶ 
 
This correspondingly apoliticised understanding of combat is most evident in the 
ODUJHOLWHUDWXUHUHJDUGLQJFRPEDWPRWLYDWLRQ6KLOVDQG-DQRZLW]¶Vearly study of the 
Wehrmacht in WWII laid the groundwork for this decontextualisation by not only 
UHSURGXFLQJ DQ XQGHUVWDQGLQJ RI FRPEDW DV ³VWXEERUQ ILJKWLQJ´ EXW DOVR E\
emphasizing the irrelevance of broader political concerns to individual motivation and 
FRPEDW HIILFDF\  'DYH *URVVPDQ LQ KLV FRQWURYHUVLDO ILQGLQJ RI VROGLHUV¶
apparent reluctance to kill, propounds a similarly circumscribed understanding of 
combat as GLUHFW NLOOLQJ LQ D PLOLWDU\ FRQWH[W DQG ³FRPEDW YHWHUDQV´ DV WKRVH ZKR
were present in the physical space of battle (1996). More recent studies of combat 
FRKHVLRQ WKRXJKDUULYLQJDWGLIIHUHQW³GLDJQRVHV´RIFRPEDWPRWLYDWLRQ HJJURXS
solidarity vs. training and drill) maintain a similar framing of the problem, and thus 
underlying conceptualisation of combat: Given that combat is violent, dangerous, and 
contravenes civilians social norms, why fight? (see, for instance, King 2015; Wong et 
al 2006; Newsome 2003). Throughout, though a distinction is occasionally drawn 
between close, physically-proximate (infantry) combat and contemporary missions 
flown by fighter pilots, (see Grossman 1996: 234; Robben 2006), the conventional 
strategic and military sociology literature produces a common, purportedly-empirical 
description of combat. It is constructed as a discrete, physical event, and as therefore 
SRVVHVVLQJ D GHILQLWLYH ³µEHIRUH¶ DQG DQ µDIWHU¶´ %RXUNH   ,W LV DOVR DV
LPSOLHG&ODXVHZLW]¶VHPSKDsis upon fighting, spatially limited in scope, as war per se 
involves a variety of practices beyond a physical engagement. Though technology and 
political context may change, combat is also, by implication, a sufficiently uniform 
practice and experience of physical fighting that, as an empirical category, it may be 
applied across diverse conflicts.  
 
Mainstream approaches to military and strategic studies are also alive to the relevance 
of gender (or, in many cases, more accurately, sex) to combat. It is understood to be 
the practice of men, as both an historical regularity (see Best 1998, 31; Goldstein 
2001; van Creveld 2000) DQGD³SURYLQJ´RU³WHVWLQJ´JURXQGIRUPDVFXOLQLW\VHHIRU
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instance, Stouffer et al, 1949; van Creveld 2000). Early studies on the relationship 
between masculinity and combat articulated the notion that it was a given and 
findable empirical phenomenon. In their study of military socialisation, Arkin and 
Dobrovsky (1978: 156; see also Eisenhart 1975) note, for instance, ³WKDW LW LV in 
combat that the core of masculinity is dHPRQVWUDWHG´WKURXJKVKRZLQJ³Fourage, [and] 
ODFNRIVTXHDPLVKQHVV´6WRXIIHUHWDOTXRWHGLQ$UNLQDQG'REURYVN\
156). They detail how combat capacity and experience stratifies the military 
institution both formally and informally, privileging and elevating those assigned to 
and experiencing combat.  
 
This constitution of combat (and war) as the sole preserve of men is not posited as an 
active matter of conceptual construction, but rather as empirical description. Combat 
LVDµWKLQJ¶DJDLQVWZKLFKPDVFXOLQLW\PLJKWEHWHVWHGDQGWKURXJKZKLFKLWPLJKWEH
demonstrated but it remains very much a fixed empirical reality. Generally, though 
not uniformly, as a result of both historical production and ontological approach, this 
literature represents sex/gender, and thus men and masculinity, as correspondent. 
Consequently the male/masculine (as interchangeable) nature of combat is 
apoliticised and naturalised into the empirical description of an objective social 
SKHQRPHQRQ 7KDW VDLG LQ WKHVH HPSKDVHV RQ WKH ³IUDWHUQDO RUGHU´ RI WKH PLOLWDU\
(Janowitz 1957) - and centrality of masculine solidarity to combat motivation - 
normative characteristics subtly begin to creep into the ostensibly descriptive 
empirical label. This is perhaps most evident in the polemical literature arguing for 
ZRPHQ¶V H[FOXVLRQ IURP FRPEDW H[HPSOLILHG E\ 0DUWLQ YDQ &UHYHOG  The 
conventional military/strategic literature, despite its inclinations towards positivist 
social science LV QRW LPPXQH WR FRQFHSWXDO ³VOLSSDJH´ This is something feminist 
scholarship has given much more attention to, as we consider below. 
 
'XULHX[SURYLGHVDFRJHQWVXPPDU\RIWKHFRQYHQWLRQDOOLWHUDWXUH¶VXQGHUVWDQGLQJRI
FRPEDW DV ³RQ WKH LQGLYLGXDO OHYHl, [a practice] in which a soldier gives death to 
DQRWKHU DQGH[SRVHVKLPVHOI WR WKHGHDGO\EORZVRIKLV DGYHUVDU\´ 2012: 143). As 
illustrated by this brief review, combat, as an empirical category, refers to violent, 
plausibly reciprocal activity, involving elements of both killing and risk, between men. 
Though the literature exhibits a normative preference for the regulation of this 
fighting under the auspices of the military, and by the state, the empirical practice of 
combat itself is supposedly removed from issues of politics (and, potentially, ethics). 
This apoliticisation of combat via empiricism - not entirely in keeping with 
&ODXVHZLW]¶V H[SOLFLWO\ WKHRUHWLFDO FRQFHSWXDOLVDWLRQ - and its connection to 
men/masculinity has been problematized, as we explore next, by a robust feminist, 
masculinities, and critical military/militarisation research programme. Within this 
work, however, vestiges of the empirical status/existence of combat have survived. As 
LQGLFDWHGE\FULWLFDOHQJDJHPHQWZLWKWKH³KHURLFVROGLHUP\WK´HPSLULFDOFRPEDWDV
masculine activity often forms a jumping off point for gendered analysis, rather than 
an object of deconstruction in its own right. 
 
Combat as Normative Category 
In contrast to the approaches reviewed above, the aim of critical feminist and gender 
approaches to the study of the military and war is not to problem-solve issues of 
military power, but rather to problematize this power (Basham, Belkin and Gifkins, 
2015:1). Though IDUIURPPRQROLWKLFWKLVµFULWLFDO¶DSSURDFKcan be characterised by 
LWVVFHSWLFDOFXULRVLW\³questioning underlying assumptions, investigating things that 
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conventional commentators typically leave unexplored´(QORH,WFDQDOVR
EHVDLGWR³DSSURDFK>«@PLOLWDU\SRZHUDVDTXHVWLRQUDWKHUWKDQWDNLQJLWIRUJUDQWHG´
(Basham, Belkin and Gifkins, 2015: 1). A key component of this project is making 
visible the gendered power operating in war, the military, the international system, 
and ultimately, ³KRZ much power it takes to maintain the international political 
V\VWHPLQ LWVSUHVHQW IRUP´(QORH7KHVH LQWHUYHQWLRQVUHYHDO WKDW WKHUH LV
nothing inevitable or natural about the configurations of international politics in and 
through which we all live; it is not satisfactory to say of any aspect of these political 
RUGHULQJV³LW¶VMXVWWKHZD\LWLV´This tradition of scholarship is sceptical, therefore, 
RIµFRPPRQVHQVH¶ 
 
Correspondingly, feminist and gender approaches articulate a suspicion of the 
RVWHQVLEO\ GHVFULSWLYH µVLPSO\¶ empirical account of the military and combat 
provided above. In particular, critical approaches question the unproblematic bundling 
RI VH[JHQGHU LQWR µVROGLHU¶ that underlies empirical combat, as well as the explicit 
bracketing of normative concerns regarding the legitimacy of state violence (see 
Dawson 1994:1). In contrast, feminist and gender approaches have, in effect, 
conceptualised FRPEDW DV D QRUPDWLYH FDWHJRU\ WKDW FDUULHV D KHDY\ ³EXUGHQ RI
JHQGHUHGPHDQLQJ´(QORH Combat, in other words, as a concept, is not 
correspondently reflective of an actually-existing and obvious practice, but rather 
encapsulates a range of assumptions as to socially-valued masculinity, civil-military 
relations, violence, physical geographies, and the state.  
 
Megan Mackenzie, for instance, in her detailed examination of socio-cultural myths 
regarding the long-standing (though now defunct) US military policy of excluding 
ZRPHQ IURP FRPEDW REVHUYHG WKDW ³WKH GHILQLWLRQ RI FRPEDW itself is elusive: both 
µFRPEDW¶DQGµFRPEDWH[FOXVLRQ¶DUHFRQVWUXFWHG´2015: 19). In sharp contrast to the 
conventional literature, which accepts the definition of combat as stable and objective, 
Mackenzie highlights the historical contingency of the concept as changing over time, 
in aFFRUGDQFH ZLWK WKH PLOLWDU\¶V QHHGV -3; see also Enloe 2007: 82). Similarly, 
Zalewski REVHUYHVDGLVFRQQHFWEHWZHHQ WKHHPSLULFDO IDFW WKDW³relatively few men 
ZKR KDYH EHHQ LQ WKH PLOLWDU\ KDYH HYHU EHHQ LQ FRPEDW´ DQG WKH KLHUDUFKLFDO
valorisation and SULRULWLVDWLRQ RI µFRPEDW¶ by the military institution, as seen in the 
conventional writings above (1995: 353). Zalewski suggests that this construction is 
IXUWKHUHG E\ WKH ³LGHRORJLFDO SRWHQF\´ RI FRPEDW ZKLFK WKRXJK KDYLQJ QR IL[HG
GHILQLWLRQLV³ZLHOGHGDVDFULWHULRQWRVHSDUDWHWKHµPHQIURPER\V¶´DQGRIFRXUVH
women from men (353). Unpacking combat as a normative category, therefore, 
involves interrogating the conditions of its social construction and the politics it 
contains and obscures (Enloe 2013).  
 
Key to this project, as implied by the illustrative quotations above, is an examination 
of the relationship between combat and normative idealisations of socially-valorised 
masculinity, as articulated within the context of the military. As has been well-
established in the literature, for critical scholars, there is no singular (or self-evident) 
³PLOLWDU\PDVFXOLQLW\´0DVFXOLQLWLHVDUHQRWVWDWLFPRQROLWKLFVHWVRIFKDUDFWHUWUDLWV
or types (Connell 1995; and see Duncanson 2009: 64), nor do they correspond to 
essentialist constructions of sex. ,QVWHDG MXVW DV ³Pilitaries...are not unified or 
homogenous structuUHV´ 6DVVRQ-Levy 2003: 320), WKHUH DUH D ³PXOWLSOLFLW\´ RI
(military) masculinities (Kirby and Henry 2012: 445; Barrett 1996; Baaz and Stern 
2009: 499) within and across institutions. 8QGHUVWRRG DV ³YDOXHV FDSDFLWLHV DQG
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SUDFWLFHV´ +XWFKLQJV   PLOLWDU\ PDVFXOLQLWLHV DQG WKH LGHDOLVHG µVHOYHV¶
they conjure are models rather than tangible realities (Woodward 2000: 644; see also 
Duncanson 2009: 65). Together, these masculinities - and femininities (Sjoberg 2007; 
Stachowitsch 2013: 161) - reflect and reproduce hierarchical orders of gender, race, 
and class (Messerschmidt 2012: 73).  
 
Combat is identified by critical scholars as central to the articulation of these 
hierarchies, and their reproduction outside the formal institution. Not entirely unlike 
the military sociologists above, critical scholars observe that the institutions of war 
DQGWKHPLOLWDU\IXQFWLRQDV³DFUXFLDODUHQDIRUWKHFRQVWUXFWLRQRIPDVFXOLQLW\LQWKH
ODUJHU VRFLHW\´ +DOH   &RQQHOO  Rather than DFWLQJ DV D ³SURYLQJ
JURXQG´IRUDQactually-(pre)existing maleness, however, the military (re)produces a 
³YDULDEOHVHWRIYDOXHVFDSDFLWLHVDQGSUDFWLFHVWKDWDUHLGHQWLILHGDVH[HPSODU\IRU
PHQ´+XWFKLQJV&RQQHOODQG0HVVHUVFKPLGW32), or as Belkin puts 
LW   D ³VHW RI EHOLHIV SUDFWLFHV DQG DWWULEXWHV´ WKDW DUH ZLGHO\ YDOXHG DQG
privileged within society.  
 
More specifically, critical scholars argue that it is combat through which these beliefs 
and practices are articulated. Combat, they observe, is constituted within the military 
as a SDUWLFXODULPDJLQHGVSDFHRILGHDOLVHGYLROHQFHLQZKLFKVROGLHUVFDQ³SURYHWKHLU
PDQKRRG´(QORH Combat masculinity is therefore characterised within 
the literature as typified by stereotypically masculine, socially-valorised attributes, 
such as ³DJJUHVVLYHQHVV DQG HQGXUDQFH RI KDUGVKLSV DQG SK\VLFDO WRXJKQHVV´ +DOH
  VHH DOVR &RQQHOO  ³ULVN-taking, discipline, technological 
PDVWHU\«DEVHQFHRIHPRWLRQDQGUDWLRQal FDOFXODWLRQ´%DUUHWW. Within the 
FRQVWHOODWLRQ RI PLOLWDU\ PDVFXOLQLWLHV FULWLFDO ZRUN IUHTXHQWO\ UHIHUV WR ³WKH
hegemonic masculinity of the combat soldier´ 6DVVRQ-Levy 2003: 327), as both 
additional military and civilian masculinities are (implicitly or explicitly) articulated 
in reference to this idea. Both conventional and critical literatures are therefore 
concerned with the relationship between men and the military ± particularly the 
crucible of combat. They differ substantially, however, in ontology. For conventional 
VFKRODUV ³UHDO PHQ´ SUH-exist combat, and prove their mettle within it. From the 
critical perspective, the military, through its institutional emphasis on the priority of 
FRPEDWSURGXFHVµreDOPHQ¶UHLILHVWKHQRWLRQWKDWWKHUHLVVXFKDWKLQJDVµUHDOPHQ¶ 
and promulgates authoritative ideals of masculinity. 
 
Coupled this contingent, though socially ordering understanding of masculinity, 
combat becomes a normative imaginary of martial violence through which gendered 
ideals, fantasies and desires can be organisediii. The exact form of that imagination 
might change or be contingent to a particular process of masculinity formation, but it 
UHPDLQVDQµDQFKRU¶IRUWKHVRFLDOUHSURGXFWLRQRIPLOLWDU\PDVFXOLQLWLHV+DOH12: 
713; Duncanson 2009: 65; Woodward 2000). Various configurations of the notions of 
risk (Barrett, 1996), proximate killing (Daggett, 2015: 365) and reciprocity of 
violence (Enloe 2013: 260) define combat as a gendering category. As a special, 
celebrated and exclusive domain of violence and of gender definition and meaning 
FRPEDW³LVFRQWHVWHGSURWHFWHGDQGQHJRWLDWHG´(QORH,Wis imagined in 
various ways WRGHILQHZKRLVµLQ¶DQGµRXW¶RISDUWLFXODUSULYLOHJHGFDWHJRULHVBeing 
associated with combat, critical scholars observe, accords privileges (Tidy, 2016).  
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In this sense, combat is understood by the critical literature to constitute a point of 
positive linking and negative differentiation (Duncanson 2009: 67-8, following 
Hansen 2006). The apparent monopoly over combat (and therefore hegemonic 
masculinity) sets the military apart from other parts of society; it is the fundamental 
point of differentiation through which the military can be imagined as apart and 
special, occupying the privileged side of the (also imagined) civil-military divide. The 
difference between this claim and the similar one made by writers such as Clausewitz 
DQG +XQWLQJWRQ KLQJHV RQ ZKHWKHU FRPEDW LV VHHQ DV D µUHDO¶ WKLQJ HPSLULFDOO\
differentiated from other forms of interpersonal violence, or a socially produced and 
embedded category of gender and power. As discussed further below, combat 
therefore performs an immense amount of analytical work in the critical 
deconstruction of the military: it is posited as a consWUXFWHGHPSLULFDO³VLWH´ZKHUHLQ
military personnel enact and negotiate their gendered/ing social identity and 
institutional status and, more problematically, as a conceptual anchor for the analysis 
of the hierarchies these negotiations produce. 
 
Combat and the Heroic Soldier Myth 
 
The critical leverage proffered by this treatment of combat as a gendered normative 
LPDJLQDU\ LV SHUKDSV EHVW LOOXVWUDWHG E\ JHQGHU DQG IHPLQLVW WKHRULVWV¶ HPSLULFDO
identification, and subsequent critical deconstruction of, a cultural figure crucial to the 
normalisation ± and depoliticisation ± of combat: heroic (combat) soldiers. In doing 
so, critical scholars are able to foreground the normative assumptions (and political 
commitments) smuggled into the ostensibly objective observations of the traditional 
literature. The conventional writers discussed at the outset, though to varying degrees 
of explicit acknowledgment, propound and rely upon the idea of the heroic soldier. 
'DYH*URVVPDQ¶VIntroduction to the revised (2014) issue of his On Killing offers, for 
example, a straightforward statement of his normative position. The book, Grossman 
writes: 
 
«LV EHLQJ UHDG E\ FRXQWOHVV WKRXVDQGV RI ZDUULRUV ZKR DUH FDOOHG XSRQ E\ RXU
nation to kill in combat. And it is the single greatest honor of my life to have been 
RIVHUYLFHWRWKHVHPDJQLILFHQWPHQDQGZRPHQ« 
 
Grossman neatly encapsulates the interrelation of combat, nation, and some form of 
elevation or glory (in his formulation it is µmagnificence¶) attributed to soldiers. 
Feminist scholars add gender to this nexus, and deconstruct it as a site of gendered 
SRZHUUDWKHUWKDQDµFRPPRQVHQVH¶µJRRG¶ 
 
As Sasson-/HY\   QRWHV LW LV ³DOPRVW LPSRVVLEOH WR FRQVWLWXWH D PLOLWDU\
identity (masculLQHRUIHPLQLQHWKDWGRHVQRWUHODWHWRWKHLGHQWLW\RIWKHZDUULRU´RU
as Duncanson (2009: 64) describes it, WKH³ZDUULRUPRGHO´ The existence of multiple 
masculinities (and femininities) in a military context, as noted above, should not 
distract from tKHVWUXFWXUHVRISRZHUDV\PPHWU\ZKLFKWKH\HQWDLO³WKHKHJHPRQ\RI
the warrior model is part of the reason that certain men dominate within the military, 
[and] why there is pressure on men to conform to this form of masculinity 
(Duncanson 2009: 65). The PLOLWDU\LVDVSDFHZLWKLQZKLFKµJHQGHU¶- and other axes 
of power and subordination - are made, learned, practiced and reproduced (see Baaz 
DQG 6WHUQ   DQG µFRPEDW¶ LV D FUXFLDO conceptual anchor point for this 
gendering and all that it entails both in military training and during war. As 
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'XQFDQVRQ GHVFULEHV ³>P@DQ\DFFRXQWVRIPLOLWDU\ WUDLQLQJ GHPRQVWUDWH
KRZ JHQGHU LQIRUPV WKLV SURFHVV DV DOO WKLQJV µIHPLQLQH¶ DUH GLVSDUDJHG DQG
µPDQKRRG¶LVHTXDWHGZLWKWRXJKQHVVXQGHUILUH´DOthough cf. Belkin 2012).  
 
Within this literature, the myth of the magnificent warrior is grounded in a heroic 
narrative of combat, an imagination of martial violence that is privileged, powerful 
and strongly normative. The heroic soldier myth may change (see Dawson, 1994; 
Cooper and Hurcombe, 2009: 103), but it remains persistent (Woodward, Winter and 
Jenkings, 2009: 219), largely due to the grounding provided by combat in the 
VROGLHU¶V UHODWLRQVKLSZLWK WKHSROLW\. As combat is imagined to involve elements of 
risk, sacrifice, and violence on behalf of the group (Mackenzie 2015: 34), the 
hierarchical elevation of the soldier over the civilian population is assured, despite 
FKDQJHV LQ WKH µDFWXDO¶ empirical practice of martial violence over time. Within 
feminist and gender analysis, combat as a normative category therefore remains 
relationally stable, though substantively changeable. As the heroic (combat) soldier 
³expands our own ego boundary ecstatically into that of the QDWLRQ´ (Butler 2006: 
145), warfare is therefore understood through the figure of the soldier (Woodward, 
Winter and Jenkings, 2009: 219; Woodward and Jenkings, 2012: 351). The 
³OHJLWLPDF\RURWKHUZLVH´:RRGZDUG:LQWHUDQG-HQNLQJVRIZDU, and 
the overall political community, is thus affirmed or contested (see for example Achter, 
2010; Tidy, 2016; Millar 2016) through the lens of this figure.  
 
Significantly, the combat imaginary that produces the ³heroic soldier´ parallels, at an 
individual level, state-state µcombat¶, such that the heroic soldier is imagined as a 
microcosm of the heroic state. The heroic soldier, foundationally constituted by 
combat, is therefore presented as an ideal of, simultaneously, masculinity and 
citizenship (Sasson-Levy, 2002). $V 'DKO &KULVWHQVHQ LGHQWLILHV ³>W@KH VROGLHU
EHFRPHV D SURSRQHQW IRU D ZKROH VRFLHW\¶V VHW RI YDOXHV´ 'DKO &KULVWHQVHQ 
355). Deconstructing the myth of the heroic soldier ± and its constitutive relationship 
between combat and masculinity ± is therefore key to the critical project of feminist 
and gender scholarship. If it seems to be common sense that soldiers are heroic, that 
they do a thing called combat, and that this combat is in some ways an elevated and 
special form of violence, then it is the job of critical scholars to unpack the 
assumptions, trace the political investments and the power relations that do powerful 
ZRUNERWKµRXWWKHUH¶, in military discouUVHDQGSRSXODU LPDJLQDU\DQGµLQKHUH¶, in 
our own scholarship.  
 
Combat as an (un)moving Target 
$V WKH DERYH RYHUYLHZ KDV GHPRQVWUDWHG XQGHUVWDQGLQJ µFRPEDW¶ DV D QRUPDWLYH
imaginary reveals the gendering, highO\ µSRZHUHG¶ µZRUN¶ WKDW LW GRHV The specific 
FRQWHQWRIµFRPEDW¶LVFRQWLQJHQWDQGIOH[LEOHDQGLWLVFDOOHGXSRQDQGLQWREHLQJLQ
particular forms at particular times to associate, disassociate, include and exclude 
from particular, privileged categories of military masculinity and theLU ³DWWHQGDQW
SURPLVHV DQG HQWLWOHPHQWV´ %DD] DQG 6WHUQ   8QSDFNLQJ µFRPEDW¶ DV D
normative imagination, or model, of martial violence has been a means of bringing to 
the surface the constitution of privileged forms of gender and the power relations that 
are entailed. It has revealed the constructed and deconstructable form of the heroic 
soldier mythDQGµKLV¶role in instating and normalising gendered, martial power and 
its associated state violence. This has been key to the critical knowledge project of 
feminist and gender approaches.  
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As we will now argue, however, this same literate demonstrates a tendency towards 
µVOLSSDJH¶EHWZHHQWKHWZRZD\VRIXVLQJµFRPEDW¶ 7RSXW LWEOXQWO\µFRPEDW¶Jets 
XVHG MXVW DV ³SODLQ FRPEDW´ (Enloe 2013: 261), including in work that also 
deconstructs it as a normative imagination, submerging and smuggling its normative 
heritages and investments into scholarly work that is otherwise concerned with the 
critical knowledge project. This can hamper analysis of the complexities of the 
³EXUGHQ RI JHQGHUHG PHDQLQJ´ WKDW µFRPEDW¶ FDUULHV (QORH  , and risks 
reproducing the gendered and gendering asymmetries entailed in it.  
 
In some instances within the literature on military/ised masculinities the importance 
of combat to the constitution of masculinities is noted in a broader and almost 
REOLJDWRU\VHQVHEXW WKHQ WKHDQDO\VLV µPRYHVRQ¶ZLWKRXW WUDFLQJSUHFLVHO\ZKDW LV
PHDQW E\ µFRPEDW¶ LQ WKH SDUWLFXODU VHWWLQJ EHLQJ H[DPLQHG, or unpacking what 
JHQGHULQJ µZRUN¶ LW LV GRLQJ WKHUH (Barrett, 1996; Duncanson 2009). Higate, for 
instance, in the major 2003 edited volume Military Masculinities, questions whether 
³the presence of some women, particularly at the heart of the male bastion of face-to-
face combat, is likely to affect the nature of the combat masculine warrior ethic?´
(205). Here, though Higate explicitly identifies combat as masculine and 
problematizes essentialist YLHZVRIZRPHQDV³LPSRUWLQJ´IHPLQLQLW\LQWRWKHPLOLWDU\
he also reiterates the male nature of physical, reciprocal combat ± combat as obvious 
practice ± and its apparent centrality to military identity. It is correspondingly unclear 
whether Higate is referring to combat as masculinist normative imaginary, employing 
its construction within the military itself, or is himself analytically deploying an 
empirical understanding.  
 
Similarly, the critical literature, particularly when working to highlight the 
marginalisation and elision of marginalised persons ± and masculine/feminine 
subjectivities ± within both the military institution and broader citizenship myths, 
frequently relies on an empirical conceptualisation of combat. In her examination of 
the public representation of deceased US female soldiers, for instance, Millar refers to 
the awkwardness of the contrast between US official combat exclusion policy and 
³DFWXDOFRPEDWSUDFWLFH´; see also Holland 2006: 3; King 2015 122-3) ± 
employing an empirical understanding of combat to, in essence, censure the US 
military for misrepresenting the experiences of women. A similar slippage is evident 
LQ7LG\¶VGLVFXVVLRQRIthe privileging of combat experiences within the public 
discourse of the military dissent movement and the consequent gendered asymmetry 
of war knowledge. Whilst Tidy argues that the focus on combat soldiers reproduces a 
narrow conceptualisation of war, marginalising the experiences or large portions of 
the military, her discussion of the political SRZHURI³H[SHULHQFHVRIFRPEDW´ 100) 
tacitly maintains combat as an empirical µWKLQJ¶ (see also Perez and Sasson-Levy 
2015).  
 
In other instances, combat is used as an empirical descriptor, perhaps by referring to a 
µFRPEDW VROGLHU¶ RU D µQRQ-FRPEDW VROGLHU¶ (Sasson-Levy, 2003; 2008; Woodward, 
2000, Tidy 2016) or referring to soldiers having seen or been in combat (Stachowitsch, 
2013; Daggett, 2015; Duncanson 2009). In doing so, the literature slides between 
conceptual references to the figurative heroic soldier, a potentially useful conceptual 
construct, and sHHPLQJO\ KDELWXDO UHIHUHQFHV WR ³DFWXDO´ VROGLers engaged in a real 
practice. Our cited examples here are not meant to be exhaustive. As indicated by our 
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citation of many these same writers in our discussion above, the work we critique has 
been crucial to theorising military/ised masculinities and unpacking combat as a 
normative category. We argue that the criticality of this collective work could be 
HQKDQFHG KRZHYHU WKURXJK D FRQFHSWXDO DWWHQWLRQ WR µFRPEDW¶ WKDW DYRLGV VOLSSDJH
between empirical and normative category.  
 
In sum, the critical literature slides towards the reification of combat as empirically 
real, in a vein that largely duplicates the constructions of the conventional literature 
upon which its critique is built, and in doing so also reifies a particular normative 
relationship between combat and masculinity. Christensen and Jensen, in their 2014 
critique of the hegemonic masculinities literature, observe that patriarchal power 
relations - PHQ¶VGRPLQDWLRQRYHUZRPHQ- has been definitionally incorporated into 
WKHNH\FRQFHSWRI³KHJHPRQLFPDVFXOLQLW\´&KULVWHQVHQDQG-HQVHQsuggest that 
although patriarchal power relations may characterise the great majority, if not all, of 
empirically observed hegemonic masculinities, importing this empirical regularity as 
a necessary conceptual assumption limits the critical power and insights of the 
UHVXOWLQJVFKRODUVKLS $VDUJXHGE\%HDVOH\³>@ LW LVSROLWLFDOO\GHWHUPLQLVWLF
and defeatist to assume that the most dominant...ideals/forms of masculinity are 
QHFHVVDULO\ WKH VDPH DV WKRVH WKDW JXDUDQWHH DXWKRULW\ RYHU ZRPHQ´   LQ
&KULVWHQVHQDQG-HQVHQ7KHFRQFHSWXDODVVXPSWLRQRIPHQ¶VGRPLQDQFHRYHU
women undermines, in other words, the potential power and emancipatory potential of 
critical gender work by premising its central critique upon the existence of the 
relationship it seeks to problematize and replace.  
 
The implicit reliance upon an empirically-real combat, as key to producing not just 
masculinity, but the central, militarily and socially valorised masculinity (the heroic 
soldier), encounters a parallel structural problem. If, as outlined above, the central 
problematic of the critical feminist/masculinities/military research agenda is the 
deconstruction of the gendered relationships and associations that produce the 
political possibility/ies for violence and/or war, the conceptual importation of an 
apparent empirical relationship between masculinity and combat undercuts its analytic 
and political potential. In other words, it is difficult to critique, deconstruct, and 
constitute alternatives to the heroic soldier myth SUHPLVHGXSRQWKHµSURYLQJJURXQG¶ 
of combat wheQ WKLV SUHFLVH UHODWLRQVKLS LV µEDNHG LQWR¶ the empirical/normative 
slippage of the concept itself.  
 
The treatment of normative-combat-as-empirical is a specific, arguably foundational, 
iteration of a general problem Hutchings outlines as characterising the gender and war 
literature. Hutchings observes that in instances wherein masculinity is constructed as 
³PDWHULDOO\ QHFHVVDU\ WR ZDU EHFDXVH RI ZKDW ZDU LV WDNHQ IRU JUDQWHG WR EHZDU
anchors masculinity, in the sense that the meaning of masculinity reflects the 
UHTXLUHPHQWV RI ZDU´ +XWFKLQJV   7KLV G\QDPLF LV UHGRXEOHG DQG
specified, E\WKHFRQFHSWXDODPELJXLW\RIµcombat¶, wherein what Hutchings refers to 
DV WKH³FDXVDORUFRQGLWLRQDO´DUJXPHQW UHODWLQJZDU WRJHQGHUGHscribed above, is 
rolled into a single concept, as an assumption. This empiricisation removes and 
obscures the argumentative and directional aspect of this relationship - that combat 
produces the heroic, hegemonically masculine, soldier. The critical literature thus 
correspondingly risks (re)producing the essentialised understanding of combat/gender 
of the conventional literature, wherein combat is inherently masculine, and 
hegemonic masculinity will, inevitably, refer to, or be positioned against, combat 
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violence. Similar to men, as observed by Morgan, ³VHHNLQJ WKH EHVW RI UHDVRQV WR
GLVWDQFHWKHPVHOYHVIURPGRPLQDQWDQGKDUPIXOPRGHOVRIPDVFXOLQLW\´VRWRRPD\
FULWLFDO VFKRODUV ³XQZLWWLQJO\ SHUSHWXDWH D RQH-dimensional and quasi-naturalistic 
PRGHORIµPDQWKHZDUULRU¶´ (1994: 179).  
 
Unlike the broader gender and war literature, which holds space for examining the 
ZD\V LQZKLFK ³PDVFXOLQLW\ DQFKRUVZDU LQ WKH VHQVH WKDW LW SURYLGHV D IUDPHZRUN
WKURXJK ZKLFK ZDU PD\ EH UHFRJQLVHG XQGHUVWRRG DQG MXGJHG´ Hutchings 2008: 
393), we currently lack a corresponding critical awareness of, and attention to, the 
role of gender in constituting µcombat¶. As a result, we are unable to interrogate 
combat as a gendered (and classed, racialized, sexualised) structural category, social 
identity, and process - as political. We have only a partial grasp of a complex process 
of mutual constitution.  
 
,PSOLFDWLRQVRI³6OLSSDJH´5HYLVLWLQJ.H\7H[WVZLWK9LHZWR&R-Constitution 
 
By way of closing, we demonstrate in detail the process of conceptual slippage and its 
implications for critical analysis by revisiting two influential studies of combat, the 
military, and masculinity that we cite as both significant to the theorisation of military 
masculinities, including combat as a normative category, and illustrative of the 
broader problem of slippage we identify. In doing so, we re-UHDGWKHVHWH[WV¶HPSLULFV
from the perspective of the co-constitution of gender and combat to provide an initial 
demonstration of the critical pay-off of our argument. We begin with Frank BarUHWW¶V
(1996) study of masculinities in the US Navy. We then discuss Cara DaggHWW¶V
discussion of US military masculinities, drones and the queering of killing in war. We 
have chosen thesHSLHFHVEHFDXVHWKH\UHSUHVHQWLQ%DUUHWW¶VFDVHan influential early 
theorisation of the topic that has been widely cited, and, in DagJHWW¶VFDVH, a strong 
piece of contemporary theorising on military masculinities. Both pieces successfully 
theorise military masculinities as a hierarchically organised plurality rather than 
monolith, and illuminate the inter-relation of combat, manliness and soldierliness. 
:KLOVW'DJJHWW¶VDQDO\VLVXQGHUWDNHVWKLVPRUHH[SOLFLWO\WKDQ%DUUHWWERWKSLHFHVFDQ
be read as concerning the maintenance of the heroic soldier myth and the production 
RI PDUWLDO YLROHQFH DV µFRPEDW¶ %RWK SLHFHV KRZHYHU LOOXVWUDWH the conceptual 
slippage that we described above which limits the extent these inter-relating dynamics 
can be critically unpacked. 
 
)UDQN%DUUHWW¶VDUWLFOHUHSUHVHQWVDQDSSURach to combat and masculinities that owes 
much to the more traditional, empirical usage we discussed above. However, the 
gender-normative character of the notion is more fully realised here than in those 
literatures. Within the broad canon of military masculinities research, the article was 
particularly valuable in how it deconstructed what had elsewhere been characterised 
DV D PRUH PRQROLWKLF PLOLWDU\ PDVFXOLQLW\ UHYHDOLQJ YDU\LQJ ³FRQVWUXFWLRQV RI
PDVFXOLQLW\«DFURVV>1DY\@MREVSHFLDOLWLHV´%DUUHWW996: 129). Barrett set out to 
FRPSOLFDWH³WKHOLQNEHWZHHQPDVFXOLQLW\YLROHQFHDQGWKHPLOLWDU\´FDSWXUHGLQWKH
FRPPRQVHQVH³LPDJHRIµPDQWKHZDUULRU¶´%DUUHWW 
 
Throughout the analysis, combat appears as an anchor of military masculinity, and 
central to the pursuance of the heroic ideal. Gender is defined in relation to combat, 
ZKLFK UHPDLQV DQ HPSLULFDO µWKLQJ¶ DURXQG ZKLFK JHQGHUHG LGHQWLWLHV RULHQWDWH ,Q
BarreWW¶VDQDO\VLV WKH UHODWLRQDO UDQNLQJRIPDVFXOLQLWLHV LQ WKH861DY\SODFHV WKH
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µcombat speciality¶ of aviation at the top, the µcombat speciality¶ of surface warfare 
second, with µnon-combat¶ ³VXSSRUWFRPPXQLWLHV´RFFXS\LQJ³WKHORZHVWVWDWXV
in thH1DY\´7KRVHZRUNLQJLQVXSSRUWFRPPXQLWLHV³KDYH>LQFRQWUDVWWRWKHLU
combat-specialist colleagues] fewer opportunities to demonstrate courage, autonomy, 
DQG SHUVHYHUDQFH WKH KDOOPDUN RI WKH KHJHPRQLF LGHDO´  %DUUHWW WKHUHIRUH
highlights how combat is an organising feature of the gender structure of the US Navy. 
,Q WKLV DQDO\VLV KRZHYHU FRPEDW UHPDLQV D FRPPRQ VHQVH µWKLQJ¶ WKDW VRPH
HQFRXQWHU DQG VRPH GRQ¶W, rather than a particular hegemonic imaginary of martial 
violence. The piece reveals the ways in which the heroic soldier myth is maintained, 
by privileging those that have the most direct contact with violence and disparaging 
those who are further from it ± a gendered proximity-distance configuration which 
Daggett (2015) develops upon in her work.    
 
Conceptualised as an empirical thing ± albeit strongly normative ± combat can define 
gender but does not seem to be in turn defined by it. This means the work that gender 
does to privilege and legitimise violence cannot be fully traced. Close reading of the 
piece hints, however, at the ways in which combat is, rather than a static and 
straightforward opportunity to demonstrate particular ideals, a normative imagination 
not only constituting but also constituted by gender. Barrett notes that Naval aviators, 
WKRVHZLWKWKHKLJKHVWVWDWXVDUHXQGHUVWRRGZLWKLQWKHLQVWLWXWLRQDV³HPERG\LQJWKH
LGHDO´RIPDVFXOLQLW\7KLVLVDVVRFLDWHGZLWKLQYROYHPHQWLQµFRPEDW¶EXWDOVR
³EROGQHVV LUUHYHUHQFH´ DQG³DJJUHVVLYHKHWHURVH[XDO DFWLYLW\´ 134). Barret records 
WKDW³Ior those [pilots] ZKRHQJDJHGLQFRPEDWWKHH[SHULHQFHVZHUHXQIRUJHWWDEOH´
³WKH PRVW LQWHQVH H[SHULHQFHV RI WKHLU OLYHV´  H[SUHVVHG DV ³IHHOLQJV RI
WUDQVFHQGHQFH DQG YLWDOLW\´ WKDW are ³XVXDOO\ UHVHUYHG IRU WKH VDFUHG´ (135). These 
accounts can be re-read as examples of how very particular imaginaries of violence 
call moments of warfare into meaning in particular, valued and privileged ways. In 
the case of RQH RI %DUUHWW¶V LQWHUYLHZHHV D SLORW, particular tropes of the combat 
imaginary (proximity, death, reciprocal danger) are mapped onto the account of flying 
³WKHHQWLUHOHQJWKDQGEUHDGWKRI.XZDLWLQRQHGD\´VRWKDWLW can become intelligible 
DV³IO\LQJFRPEDWLQWKH*XOI´. There is death, for example, ± ³WKHEXUQHG out tanks, 
WKHERGLHV´ DQG WKHUH LV VRPH IRUPRI UHFLSURFDOSHULO ³LI \RXKLW D WHOHSKRQHZLUH
\RXZHUHGHDG´3UR[LPLW\LVHPSKDVLVHGWKHDYLDWRUGHVFULEHVIO\LQJ³IHHWDERYH
WKH JURXQG´ (Barrett, 1996: 135). The coding of flying as combat is a function of 
gender working at the broadest level of framing. The attachment of the figure of the 
masculinity-embodying aviator to IO\LQJHQDEOHVIO\LQJWREHXQGHUVWRRGDVµFRPEDW¶
and in order to be intelligible in these terms risk, reciprocity and proximity are 
emphasised. The construction of this warfare as combat within the terms of the heroic 
myth works, therefore, to simultaneously maintain the heroic myth and µFRGH¶ WKLV
particular violence as glorious, right and legitimate ± or even bordering on sacred.  
 
,Q )UDQN %DUUHWW¶V VWXG\ FRPEDW LV WUHDWHG DV DQ HPSLULFDO JLYHQ DOEHLW RQH ZLWK D
strongly normative, gender-defining and gendered-power organising association. In 
Cara DaggHWW¶V (2015) exploration of drone warfare, to which we next turn, we see 
combat appear as both normative and empirical category, with the distinction or 
relation between the two not always clearly apparent. Combat is here understood as a 
V\QRQ\PIRU³NLOOLQJLQZDU´DQGDVDQRUPDWLYHIRUPRIPDUWLDOYLROHQFHWKDWPXVWEH
(re)imagined, protected and sustained. 
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Daggett unpacks how drones make the categories of martLDO YLROHQFH µVWUDQJH¶
troubling WKH µFRPPRQ VHQVH¶ RI LWV SULYLOHJHG DQG IHWLVKL]HG IRUPV The co-
constitution of combat and masculinity are submerged but present dynamics in the 
analysis. 'DJJHWW QRWHV WKDW PDUWLDO YLROHQFH LV ³located along the hierarchy of 
militarized masculinities that helps to render killLQJLQZDUPRUDOO\LQWHOOLJLEOH´
362) DQGDWWKHVDPHWLPHWKH³RULHQWLQJ³VWUDLJKW´SDWKRINLOOLQJLQZDU´constitutes 
³a compass for militarized masculinitieV´  She describes how this ³³VWUDLJKW´
SDWKRIFRPEDW >SURYLGHV@«IDPLOLDU ODQGPDUNVHQHP\FRXUDJHFRPEDWFRZDUG´
WKDWRIIHU³PRUDODQGSUDFWLFDOEHDULQJVIRUNLOOLQJLQZDU´In this way, combat 
is clearly at work as a normative imaginary, locating the soldier hero and the good 
wars µhe¶ fights and co-constitutively locating violence as morally intelligible or not 
WKURXJKDPDSSLQJRIWKDWYLROHQFHRQWRWKH³KLHUDUFK\RIPLOLWDUL]HGPDVFXOLQLWLHV´
(362) 7KHVH ³³OLQHV´ that orient state violence´ DQG DUH ³D FRPSDVV IRU PLOLWDUL]HG
PDVFXOLQLWLHV´ DUH ³TXHHUHG´ by drones (363); drones pose a problem for the 
straightforward operation of the soldier myth ³7KH SLQQDFOH RI KHJHPRQLF ZDUULRU
PDVFXOLQLW\´ LV ORFDWHG ³DW WKH VLWH RI LQWLPDWH NLOOLQJ LQ WKH PLGVW RI FRPEDW ZLWK
other experiences judged b\WKHLUSUR[LPLW\WRWKLVSRLQW´$VZLWK%DUUHWW¶V*XOI:DU
pilot, emphasising reciprocity, danger and proximity, ³KHJHPRQLFZDUULRUPDVFXOLQLW\
is secured not just through the difficult act of killing up close, but in doing this while 
PDNLQJRQH¶VERG\YXOQHUDEOH WREHLQJNLOOHG´ <HW³EHFDXVHGURQHRSHUators 
are protected from death, they are disqualLILHG IURP SHUIRUPLQJ DV ³UHDO´ warriors 
EHFDXVHWKHLUERGLHVDUHQRWVLWHGLQFRPEDW´(363).  
 
The normative work that the combat imaginary undertakes is therefore a key part of 
the analysis. A sense of gender and combat as mutually constituting comes through. 
Yet combat is at the same time UHJXODUO\GHSOR\HGDVDV\QRQ\PIRU³NLOOLQJLQZDU´
,WLVQRWHGWKDWDQ³LQFUHDVLQJVKDUHRIFRPEDW>Ls] performed by drone assHPEODJHV´
DOWKRXJK³'URQes have not completely replaced more traditional combat´
³'URQHZDUIDUHPDNH>V@FRPEDWRQKRPHVLWHVZKLOHDWWKHVDPHWLPHWKHVHDJHQWVRI
YLROHQFHDYRLGHQWHULQJLGHDOL]HGVLWHVRIFRPEDW´). Empirical combat-as-killing 
LV WKHUHIRUH VXEGLYLGHG LQWR WKDWZKLFK LV ³LGHDOL]HG´ (and therefore normative) and 
that which is not; it might have varying normative rank but in the final analysis it 
remains an empirical thing WKDW MXVW µLV¶. As with BarrHWW¶V DQDO\VLV WKHUH UHPDLQV
VRPHWKLQJµFRPPRQVHQVH¶DERXWWKLVFRQFHSWXDOLVDWLRQRIFRPEDWWKDWVKLIWVLWRXWRI
the ambit of analysis and critique because it appears as given rather than constitutable. 
,W UHPDLQVµRIIVWDJH¶D WKLQJDJDLQVWZKLFKmasculinities and other forms of martial 
violence can be measured. The constitution of the measure remains obscured.  
 
Because a common sense of combat-as-killing-in-war is retained, the politics of 
producing this martial violence as combat (or the failure to do so) cannot be fully 
EURXJKW LQWR IRFXV 'DJJHWW QRWHV WKDW 'URQH YLROHQFH ³cannot be located along 
traditional gendered maps that orient killing in war´  WR ZKLFK ZH WKLQN LW LV
important to add as combat (or not). Drone operators make visible the instability of 
the heroic soldier myth, which must be preserved and protected. But they also make 
visible the instability of legitimate martial violence. There is little to qualitatively 
separate the violence of a missile fired from a drone from that fired from a Naval 
DYLDWRU¶V). These acts of martial violence can be coded very differently however 
within imaginaries of gender and violence so that one is straightforwardly understood 
as combat DVLQ%DUUHWW¶VVWXG\and one is not (as Dagget describes). As is apparent 
IURP 'DJJHWW¶V HPSLULFDO VRXUFH PDWHULDO WKH public discrediting, mocking and 
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broader feminising of drone pilots who have claimed that they are engaged in combat, 
(369) is achieved by highlighting how they might rupture of the myth of the heroic 
soldier. 'RLQJ VR LV DW WKH µFRVW¶ RI SODFLQJ drone killings in an ambiguous ethical 
space: they are not fully counted as valued and privileged, good and righteous 
µFRPEDW¶ Drone operators DUH WHUPHG WKH ³FKDLU IRUFH´ and they are commonly 
represented sitting in ³HUJRQRPLFFKDLUVGULQNLQJFRIIHHDQGHDWLQJMXQNIRRG´ (367), 
the only danger posed by an accidental burn from a Hot Pocket (368).  
 
If we understand masculinity DV FRQVWLWXWLQJ µFRPEDW¶,iv we should pay attention to 
the ways that imaginaries of violence, embedded in the heroic soldier myth, call 
moments of martial violence into value and legitimacy. If we do so, drone killings 
arguably pose more of a problem to the straight lines orienting gender and war than is 
DFFRXQWHGIRULQ'DJJHWW¶VDQDO\VLVEHFDXVH they pose a problem for the category of 
combat itself. 7R UHWXUQ WR %DUUHWW¶V *XOI :DU SLORWV WKH OLQH EHWZHHQ RQH-sided 
PDUWLDOYLROHQFHEHLQJµFRPEDW¶RUQRWPLJKWFRPHGRZQWRKRZHDVLO\WKHUHVSHFWLve 
dangers of phone lines and hot pockets can be accommodated within a maintenance 
regime for the heroic soldier myth. In this way, the maintenance of the heroic soldier 
myth and the myth of legitimate martial violence are co-constitutive projects. Drones, 
at least for now, GHVWDELOLVHµFRPEDW¶LWVHOIWKHFRPPRQVHQVHEDVLFXQLWRIZDUIDUH 
 
Conclusion  
 
Scholarship does not exist externally to public narratives of soldiers, soldiering, 
violence and war. Deconstructing the figure of the soldier is key to the intervention 
that critical feminist and gender work undertakes in this context and the concept of 
military/ised masculinities has been a useful tool for achieving this. In this paper we 
KDYH DLPHG WR WDNH VHULRXVO\ WKH SRLQW WKDW WKHUH LV QRWKLQJ ³REYLRXV´ (QORH
DERXWµFRPEDW¶:ULWLQJZLWKLQWKHFULWLFDOIHPLQLVWWUDGLWLRQZHKDYHIHOW
uneasy, including with our own work, at the ways that a well-rehearsed link between 
masculinities and combat can slip into a tacit common sense that combDWLVDµWKLQJ¶
Does this common sense hamper us in our efforts to deconstruct militarist myths such 
as that of the heroic soldier, and further, might it represent a continuing investment in 
that myth?  
 
A µFRPPRQ VHQVH¶ HPSLULFDO FRQFHSWXDOLVDWLRQ RI FRPbat characterises the 
conventional literatures on war that feminist and gender approaches have written 
against. But we have argued that it survives in these critical literatures. We suggest 
that this tenacious common sense does two related things. Firstly, it obscures the co-
constitution of gender and combat as a privileged and war-legitimising imagination of 
PDUWLDOYLROHQFH,IFRPEDWLVMXVWDµWKLQJ¶WKHQLWLVHDV\HQRXJKWRVHHKRZPDUWLDO
manliness can be produced through association and exposure to it, but less easy to see 
the extent to which ideas of martial manliness (with its entailed legitimacy) in turn 
SURGXFHZDUYLROHQFHDVµFRPEDW¶Put another way, imaginations of combat are a way 
IRUVROGLHUVWR³SURYHWKHLUPDQKRRG´(QORH%XW how and in what ways 
LVYLROHQFH µSURYHG¶DJDLQVW LPDJLQDWLRQVRIPDQOLQHVV"+RZGRHVYLROHQFHEHFRPH
µFRPEDW¶± and therefore a legitimate mode of martial violence - through association 
with particular imaginations of manhood? Gender is the engine of combat as a 
moving target. A blurred definitional treatment of combat constrains our analytic 
ability to reveal the co-constitution of gendered power and privileged imaginations of 
violence.  
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Secondly, the common sense of combat is a perpetuation of the investment in the idea 
of the heroic soldier and the legitimate wars he fights. Combat is not a straightforward 
synonym for violence. The word invites associations that cannot easily be dispelled; 
the word µFRPEDW¶is therefore never just a word, rather it is a key term in a lexicon 
that perpetuates the epistemic normalisation and ± indeed ± celebration of state 
violence. To use combat as an empirical descriptor is to invest in the legitimacy of the 
broad and imaginative array of violences meted out by the state. This does not, of 
course, mean we should avoid talking about combat. Quite the opposite: we should 
take claims to and about combat seriously and understand the gendered and gendering 
and more broadly political work that such claims undertake. We should also take 
seriously denials of combat; when soldiers who have been involved in martial 
violence deny that violence was µFRPEDW¶, for example see Strong (2015), it is 
important to understand why. Ultimately, what we must not do is allow combat to be 
a common sense, a thing that is beyond the reach of our feminist curiosity (Enloe, 
2004). 
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i When we refer to soldiers we mean here a martial figure encompassing the different branches of 
the modern western military (i.e. army, navy and air force).  
ii ǡǲǳǡ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Ǥ
and Brighton 2011. 
iii As we will discuss later it should also be understood as operating in the other direction: the 
ideals of martial masculinity organise this imagination of violence in particular ways that 
undertake specific political tasks. 
iv And, indeed, femininity as well Ȃ though this conceptual assemblage will likely take substantial 
empirical work to unravel. 
